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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The research before you, involving 36 representatives

from 34 media outlets across 24 cities and municipal-
ities in Serbia, shows that the position of professional
local media has further deteriorated. Media freedom
over the previous two years—the period covered by this
research—received an average score of 2.1 (on a scale of
1 to 10), representing a significant decline compared to
the previous survey (3.3) and the lowest media free-
dom rating since 2017, when Local Press began con-
ducting continuous research on local media among its
member organizations. Compared to the previous sur-
vey, the share of media representatives who preferred
not to have their identities disclosed increased by
nearly nine percentage points, indicating a growing
fear of the consequences of speaking out publicly.

According to the survey participants, the pressures they
face can no longer be described as isolated, subtle, or
“sophisticated.” Instead, they are perceived as system-
atic, overt, and increasingly intense attempts to in-
timidate journalists and suppress critical reporting.
Many respondents believe that “the situation has never
been worse,” linking the deterioration to their coverage
of the student and civic protests. Media outlets that re-
ported on the protests were subjected to physical and
verbal attacks, various forms of intimidation, public
targeting, and cyberattacks. Many also lost access to
public funding, both through project-based co-financ-
ing for media and state advertising. They perceive these
measures as punishment for reporting in accordance
with professional journalistic standards.

The most widespread form of pressure remains dis-
criminatory treatment compared to other media
outlets, reported by 78% of respondents, up from 63%
in the 2024 survey. Threats via social media and mes-
saging platforms were reported by 44% of respondents,
while one-third experienced cyberattacks, threats of
physical violence, and/or unofficial “well-intentioned”
warnings. Media smear campaigns by other outlets and
attempts to shut down social media accounts were re-
ported by 31% of respondents respectively. Twelve re-
spondents reported having experienced direct physical

attacks, while five representatives from different local
communities reported persecution or surveillance by
state authorities and agencies. The latter represents a
new form of pressure compared to previous surveys.

The primary sources of pressure continue to be rep-
resentatives of the executive authorities and ruling
political parties. However, unknown individuals and
pro-government media outlets are increasingly emerg-
ing as key actors. At the local level, these outlets often
operate as local counterparts of national tabloids, con-
ducting campaigns against independent and critical
newsrooms. Administrative pressure remains wide-
spread, although it is often not recognized as a viola-
tion of media freedom. The most common form of ad-
ministrative pressure over the past two years was the
failure to invite journalists to public events, reported by
78% of respondents. Sixty-one percent of respondents
identified problems related to access to public infor-
mation, the appointment of members of project-based
co-financing commissions, and the allocation of public
funds to favored media outlets. Local women journal-
ists are particularly vulnerable, facing belittlement,
threats, and attacks that frequently contain sexist and
misogynistic content.

The research highlights two contrasting trends. On
the one hand, professional local media are facing in-
creasingly intense political, economic, administrative,
and digital pressures, with many outlets struggling to
survive. On the other hand, citizens are demonstrating
a growing demand for reliable local information. This
support from local communities provides an import-
ant source of encouragement for professional local
media. However, without stronger institutional protec-
tion and sustainable sources of funding, the closure of
professional local media could lead not only to the ex-
pansion of “news deserts” but also to a further erosion
of democracy at the local level. The state of local jour-
nalism is not merely an indicator of the level of media
freedom in a society; it is also an important measure of
the overall health of democratic processes.
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POLITICAL, SOCIAL,
AND LEGISLATIVE
CONTEXT

All domestic and international studies assessing the
state of media freedom point to a further deteriora-
tion in the position of media outlets and journalists in

Serbia.! It can be concluded that the erosion of media
freedom is continuing at both the national and local
levels. This is a process that has persisted since 2016,
becoming increasingly widespread and taking on ever
more alarming forms over time. The consequences of
this prolonged trend are evident: media outlets that
adhere to professional journalistic standards are facing
increasingly difficult conditions, exhausted by constant
pressure and the inability to achieve long-term sustain-
ability. The pressures identified by both this research
and numerous other studies include:* physical attacks,
threats, and insults by political office holders, political
groups, and individuals, as well as strategic lawsuits
against public participation (SLAPP lawsuits),’ severe
discrimination in the allocation of public funds, dis-
crimination by private advertisers, and a wide range of
online pressures, including website and platform hack-
ing (DDoS attacks), false reporting of social media ac-
counts,* as well as hate speech, threats, and abusive mes-
sages disseminated through social media platforms.®

Although the legislative framework has not undergone
significant changes®, with the exception of changes to
the scoring criteria for members of project-based co-fi-
nancing commissions introduced by the Rulebook on
Public Co-financing of Media Content, the legisla-
tive framework remained largely unchanged during

1 https://rsf.org/en/country/serbia

2 https://freedomhouse.org/country/serbia/freedom-net/2025;
https://cadmus.eui.eu/entities/publication/e176¢784-969b-4b57-
bbad-829dfle44cbe;

3 https://nuns.rs/slapp-tuzbe-sve-cesci-alat-za-iscrpljivanje-nov-

inara-solidarnost-i-javnost-kljucni-za-odbranu/

4 https://mediji.gradjanske.org/2026/01/20/privremeno-suspen-
dovani-instagram-nalozi-redakcije-nova-nalog-radar-rs-traj-

no-ugasen-napadi-i-na-druge-profile/

5 https://rsf.org/en/serbia-rsf-and-partners-call-authori-

ties-stop-spiral-violence-against-journalists
6 https://anem.org.rs/sr/strane/sta-donose-izmene-medijskih-za-

the period covered by this research. However, even in
this context, regressive trends have become apparent,
reflected in the increasingly visible—and increasing-
ly overt—disregard for legal provisions. It should also
be noted that the Regulatory Authority for Electronic
Media (REM), despite sustained international pressure,
has remained completely dysfunctional.” This has gen-
erated a wide range of problems for all electronic me-
dia, including local outlets—from legal uncertainty and
the further erosion of media pluralism to challenges in
the implementation of the project-based co-financing
system for media content.® Moreover, at the beginning
of 2026, the Ministry of Information and Telecommu-
nications established working groups to draft a new
Media Strategy and amend the media laws without in-
cluding representatives of the country’s relevant media
and journalists’ associations. This represents a signifi-
cant step backward compared to previous practice.’

There is little doubt that the turbulent political develop-
ments, particularly the student and civic protests that
began after November 1, 2024, have had a profound im-
pact on social polarization and further deterioration of
media freedom. The fact that these protests took place
across the country—including in small communities
that had previously seen little or no political activism—
created new challenges for local media outlets covering
these events. The number of direct attacks and explicit
threats increased, along with other forms of pressure
targeting media outlets that reported on the protests, as
also documented by the Independent Journalists’ Asso-

7 https://www.slavkocuruvijafondacija.rs/wp-content/up-
loads/2026/03/Implementation-of-the-EFMA-through-Amend-
ments-to-Media-Laws.pdf

8 The Regulatory Body for Electronic Media has an important
role in the system of project-based co-financing for media content.
Under the Law on Public Information and Media, it is required to
provide commissions with reports identifying electronic media
outlets that have violated legal provisions during the previous
period, as this constitutes one of the key criteria for the allocation
of public funds.

9 Representatives of the relevant media associations argued that
the conditions are not in place for aligning Serbia’s media legis-
lation with the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), nor for
drafting a new Media Strategy, until the existing legal framework
and the measures set out in the 2020 Media Strategy have been
fully implemented. https://www.slavkocuruvijafondacija.rs/en/co-

alition-for-media-freedom-serbia-is-not-ready-for-the-european-

kona-koje-su-nametnute-mimo-javne-rasprave
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ciation of Serbia (IJAS) database' and by the findings
of this research. Furthermore, local media outlets that
did not ignore these protests in their reporting were al-
most entirely denied access to public funding, wheth-
er through the project-based co-financing scheme or
through state advertising funds.

At the heart of this research are local journalists and
media outlets, which are particularly vulnerable to var-
ious forms of pressure. The pressures they face are more
direct, while the level of protection available to them
is considerably weaker than that afforded to national
media. Professional local media not only provide in-
formation that is unavailable through national outlets
but also play a vital role in holding local authorities ac-
countable, encouraging citizen participation in public
life, ensuring political and social pluralism, enabling
public involvement in decision-making, fostering local
public debate, strengthening local identity, and moni-
toring electoral processes. However, under the various
forms of pressure outlined above, professional local
media are increasingly disappearing. There are already
indications that Serbia is experiencing the emergence of
“news deserts’—areas where access to diverse, reliable,
and relevant local information is limited or nonexis-
tent),!! that are, at the same time, “democratic deserts”

An additional challenge during the reporting period
has been the acquisition of certain local media outlets,
as well as the establishment of new local media plat-
forms, news portals, and social media accounts close-
ly aligned with political interests. These initiatives are
backed by national media outlets or organizations that
are widely regarded as failing to adhere to the Journal-
ists’ Code of Ethics."”? Professional local media are not
only confronted with powerful and unfair competition
that enjoys direct access to state funding, but are also
frequently targeted by intimidation campaigns and pub-
lic attacks launched by these newly established outlets.
The spread of tabloid journalism, the further political
10 https://nuns.rs/baza-nuns/?keyword=&gender=&type of in-

cident=&life threat type=&physical attack type=&organisa-

tion attack type=&organisation threat type=&pressure type=&-

type_of media=&incident year=&page=1

11 https://www.mladi.org.rs/medijske-pustinje-u-evropi-kako-je-

u-eu-i-ko-kupuje-lokalne-medije-u-srbiji/

12 https://www.cenzolovka.rs/drzava-i-mediji/masovna-kupovi-

na-medija-u-gradovima-u-kojima-se-pripremaju-lokalni-izbori/

instrumentalization of the media, and the proliferation
of hate speech at the local level can have a profoundly
negative impact on the overall political and social cli-
mate in smaller communities. One particularly telling
consequence of this centralization was highlighted by a
participant in one of our focus groups: many of the ac-
quired local television stations have discontinued most
of their locally produced news programming, replacing
it with news content produced in Belgrade-based stu-
dios that, is with live broadcasts of programs originat-
ing from the capital.

METHODOLOGY
AND SAMPLE

Like the previous studies on pressures facing local
media conducted by the Local Press Association, this
research combined a structured survey questionnaire
with focus group discussions, during which research-
ers spoke with representatives of local media about the
specific challenges they encountered in their day-to-day
work throughout the reporting period. The participants
included both members of the Local Press Association
and representatives of other local media outlets. Our
objective was to obtain the broadest and most compre-
hensive picture possible of the pressures faced by pro-
fessional local media and journalists across Serbia.

The survey was based on a set of questions that Local
Press has been asking editors and journalists from local
media outlets since 2017. These questions are aligned
with the Council of Europe’s indicators on media in a
democratic society. One of the main objectives was to
compare the findings of this and previous surveys in
order to identify any changes, whether improvements
or further deterioration, in the position of local media
in Serbia.

As in previous survey cycles, the questionnaire includ-
ed questions concerning pressures on the media during
election campaigns, as the reporting period covered
several local electoral processes. It was also expanded to
include questions about the practice of reporting such

Research on Pressures Faced by Local Media 5
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pressures to state authorities and respondents’ assess-
ments of the authorities’ responses. The categories of
pressure were slightly revised to reflect the emergence
of new and more specific forms of pressure that had
previously been rare or largely absent. These include
cyberattacks, reporting of fake social media accounts,
and smear campaigns conducted by other media out-
lets—primarily those aligned with the authorities—
against independent local media.

It is particularly encouraging that this survey was com-
pleted not only by members of the Local Press Associ-
ation but also by other local media outlets that recog-
nized the importance of this research. The respondents
included 24 members of Local Press organization, as
well as 11 representatives from ten media outlets that
are not members of the association. This resulted in
greater geographical diversity than in the previous sur-
vey, with participants representing media from 24 cities
and municipalities across Serbia: Backi Petrovac, Becej,
Bor, Bujanovac, Dimitrovgrad, Indija, Kovin, Kragu-
jevac, Kraljevo, Krusevac, Leskovac, Ni$, Novi Becej,
Novi Pazar, Novi Sad, Obrenovac, Pozarevac, Prijepol-
je, Sremska Mitrovica, Smederevska Palanka, Sombor,
Subotica, Uzice, and Sabac.

The survey was completed by 36 respondents represent-
ing 34 media outlets from 24 cities and municipalities
across Serbia. By comparison, the 2024 survey included
27 respondents representing 26 media outlets from 19
cities and municipalities. This means that the research
sample has expanded by approximately one-third.

By media type, online news portals were once again the
most represented in the survey (24), followed by print
newspapers (5), media outlets operating in both print
and online formats (3), and local television stations (2).
The survey was also completed by one freelance jour-
nalist, while two respondents (the owner and a journal-
ist) represented the same media outlet.

Representatives of 13 media outlets participated in the
two focus groups. The first focused on the specific pres-
sures faced by women working in local media, while the
second primarily addressed online pressures targeting
journalists, editors, and media owners.
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This year, the survey also reflects greater diversity in
terms of the professional roles of respondents. The
questionnaire was most frequently completed by me-
dia owners or founders (33%) and editors (30%). Jour-
nalists accounted for 22% of respondents, while media
directors represented 6%. Given that employees in local
media outlets often perform multiple roles simultane-
ously, the respondent group also included one indi-
vidual who serves as both founder and editor, as well
as two respondents who work as both journalists and
editors.

In terms of gender composition, 58% of respondents
were women and 42% were men, indicating a relatively
balanced gender distribution.

Particularly concerning is the fact that, compared to the
previous survey, the number of respondents willing to
have their media outlet identified in the research has
declined. The proportion of those who preferred to re-
main anonymous increased by nine percentage points,
which may indicate a growing fear among local media
of the potential consequences of speaking out publicly
(Graph 1).
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Graph 1. Do representatives of local media want their name or
the name of their media outlet to be disclosed in the 2026 and
2024 surveys?



RESEARCH FINDINGS

ASSESSMENTS OF MEDIA
FREEDOM

The completed questionnaires indicate that representa-
tives of local media believe that the level of media free-
dom in Serbia has further deteriorated over the past
two years, a finding consistent with the research and
analyses of both domestic and international organiza-
tions. Slightly more than half of the respondents believe
that there are serious obstacles to the effective exercise
of media freedom, while the remaining respondents
maintain that there are no conditions in place for the
effective enjoyment of media freedom and rights in
practice (Graph 2). Unlike the findings reported in the
2024 survey, not a single respondent selected the option

[ 2026

There are serious obstacles to the effective
exercise of media freedoms and rights in
practice

There are no conditions in place for the
effective exercise of media freedoms and
rights in practice.

Media freedoms and rights are affected only
by sporadic incidents

I 2024

indicating that violations of media freedom occur only
sporadically.” In other words, respondents believe that
pressures on local media are becoming increasingly se-
vere and are the result of systematic efforts to suppress
freedom of expression, rather than isolated incidents.
It is also worth noting that, since 2017, not a single re-
spondent has given the highest possible rating for the
state of media freedom and media rights in Serbia.

These findings point to serious problems in the field of
public information at the local level. Particularly con-
cerning is the fact that this research reveals a clear pat-
tern of continued deterioration compared to previous
survey cycles.

13 In the previous survey, 74% of respondents believed that there
were serious obstacles to the effective exercise of media freedom
and rights, while 15% considered that the conditions for media
freedom did not exist at all. Eleven percent stated that media free-
dom was affected only by sporadic incidents.

[ 2021 [ 2019 [ 2018 2017

90 100

Graph 2. Comparative Analysis of Assessments of Media Freedom, 2017-2026
Note: Percentages are calculated based on the total number of respondents. The year refers to the year in which the report was published
(previous reports were published in June 2017, December 2018, December 2019, June 2021, and June 2024).
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The following survey result vividly illustrates the fur-
ther deterioration of the situation. Respondents were
asked to rate the level of media freedom on a scale from
one to ten (Illustration 1). A score of one represented
the “complete absence of media freedom,” while a score
of ten indicated the “full existence of media freedom”
during the observed period, from June 2024 to May
2026. This year’s survey produced the lowest media
freedom rating since 2017—just 2.1. In the 2024 sur-
vey, the average rating was 3.3, which was already con-
sidered deeply concerning. At that time, we concluded
that media professionals were highly dissatisfied with
the state of local public information. The current find-
ings indicate that this dissatisfaction has intensified
even further.

2.1 3.3

10 1 10

Illustration 1: Media Freedom Rating in 2026 (left) and 2024 (right).

When the responses are analyzed by gender, it is evi-
dent that women tend to assign slightly lower ratings
to the state of media freedom than men. This is likely
due to the fact that women journalists are exposed to
specific forms of pressure, which will be discussed later
in the report.

The reasons why media freedom received its lowest rat-
ing since the survey began can be found in the com-
ments made by focus group participants. They empha-
sized that “the situation has never been worse,” linking
this assessment primarily to the student protests and
the way local media covered them. Unlike pro-govern-
ment media outlets, which largely ignored the protests,
local media participating in this research reported on
them extensively. As a result, they say they came under
significantly increased pressure.

Even media outlets that had not previously faced threats
or abuse became targets during this period. Across dif-
ferent parts of the country, the same derogatory nar-
rative spread, with journalists and media outlets being
labeled as “Ustase” [derogatory term to label someone

8 Research on Pressures Faced by Local Media

as a Croatian fascist, extremist, or nationalist], while
numerous new and increasingly sophisticated forms of
pressure were also recorded. Focus group participants
reported that local media were more frequently target-

4 )

Local Media Have Contributed to Their Own
Marginalization

An interesting self-critical perspective was offered
by the representative of one surveyed media out-
let, who argued that local media have contributed
to their own marginalization and the weakening of
media freedom through years of compromise with
centers of political power, by accepting the role of
transmitters of official statements rather than criti-
cal watchdogs, and by relying on public funding as
their dominant model of survival.

In his view, such a system encouraged self-censor-
ship, opportunism, and the adaptation of editorial
policies to the interests of funding providers, while
investigative journalism, professional solidarity,
and ethical standards were pushed into the back-
ground. At the same time, competition for limited
public funding further fragmented the media com-
munity and weakened its ability to collectively re-
sist political pressure.

Only after the authorities significantly reduced or
eliminated funding allocated through the system
of project-based co-financing of media content did
some local media outlets lose their institutional
ties with political structures and begin to develop
more critical and investigative reporting. How-
ever, this does not change the fact that, for years,
the media were active participants in a system that
limited their own autonomy. Political authorities
will always seek to control the information space,
but the responsibility of the media lies in the extent
to which they are willing to resist such pressures.
According to this respondent, the key question is
therefore not why the authorities sought to shape
the media landscape, but why a significant part of
the media accepted the rules of that system.




ed by local power structures, which publicly portrayed
them as enemies of society and the state. In addition,
many local media outlets were subjected to cyberat-
tacks of varying types and levels of intensity.

These developments have been accompanied by intensi-
fied financial pressure. Some media outlets that became
the focus of political and social attacks over the past two
years were completely excluded from the project-based
co-financing system for media content, receiving no
funding whatsoever—not even symbolic amounts.

TYPES OF PRESSURE

Of the 36 respondents, only three stated that neither they
personally, nor their colleagues, nor the media outlets
they work for had been subjected to any form of viola-
tion of media freedoms and rights during the period un-
der review. However, responses to other questions in the
survey indicate that even those who denied experienc-
ing pressure had in fact been subjected to administra-
tive and other indirect technical or bureaucratic forms
of pressure, which they evidently did not recognize as
violations of media freedom. It can therefore, unfortu-
nately, be concluded that every respondent had direct
experience with some form of pressure affecting their
professional work. This finding may also suggest that
some media professionals have become accustomed to
administrative pressures and obstacles, perceiving them
as an inevitable and accepted part of their job.

Notably, two respondents from the same media outlet
collectively reported as many as 15 different forms of
pressure directed against them and their organization,
which is an extremely alarming finding. This outlet ex-
perienced nearly every known form of media freedom
violation: from physical attacks and threats to personal
safety, to hate speech, various forms of cyberattacks, and
coordinated smear campaigns conducted by other me-
dia outlets. This suggests that the attacks targeting this
media outlet are serious, well-organized, and systematic.

Although some forms of pressure have become chron-
ic—recurring year after year—we also identified new
forms of violations of media freedom.

This report concludes that the pressures faced by local
media can no longer be described as merely “sophisti-
cated” Instead, they have become overt, undisguised,
and in many cases, almost violent. This is particularly
true for media outlets that reported freely on the stu-
dent and civic protests. As many as twelve respondents
reported having been subjected to physical attacks,
while a large number experienced countless threats and
insults, in some cases directly instigated by represen-
tatives of local authorities. Five respondents from five
different cities or municipalities also stated that they or
their media outlets had been subjected to persecution
and surveillance by state institutions and agencies—a
form of pressure that had not been identified in previ-
ous rounds of this research.

When it comes to the types of pressure experienced,
the most frequently identified problem continues to
be discriminatory treatment compared to other media
outlets—a trend that has persisted across successive
rounds of this research. This year, as many as 78% of
respondents reported experiencing this form of dis-
crimination, representing a significant increase from
the 2024 survey, when the same response was given by
63% of participants (Graph 3).

The “top five” most common forms of pressure, along-
side discriminatory treatment, include threats against
journalists on social media, cyberattacks, threats of
physical attack, and informal contacts accompanied by
so-called “well-intentioned” warnings.

As noted above, respondents were allowed to select
more than one answer when identifying the forms of
violations of media freedom and media rights they had
experienced. After discriminatory treatment of media
outlets, the second most frequently reported form of
pressure was threats directed at journalists and other
media employees via social media. The share of re-
spondents reporting this type of pressure increased by
18 percentage points compared to the previous survey,
rising from 26% to 44%. This trend points not only to
a higher incidence of online harassment but also to an
escalation of hostile communication targeting journal-
ists in the digital sphere. Particularly alarming is the
increase in threats of physical attack and endanger-
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Graph 3. The Most Common Forms of Pressure on Local Media in 2026, Compared with 2024 and 2021 (Percentages)
Note: Percentages are calculated based on the total number of respondents. The year refers to the year in which the report was published.

ment of personal safety of media workers. These were
reported by 33% of respondents, compared to 15% in
the previous survey and just 10% in the 2021 report.
At the same time, informal contacts and “well-inten-
tioned” warnings showed a more moderate increase
and were reported by one-third of the surveyed media
outlets. For the sake of clarity, this type of pressure re-
fers to situations in which individuals close to those in
power “kindly advise” journalists or editors to change
their editorial policy, soften their critical reporting, or
refrain from certain topics in order to avoid potential
problems or improve their chances of obtaining access
to public funding.

Finally, one of the most significant new developments
is the emergence of cyberattacks targeting media web-
sites and other forms of disruption to the distribution
of online content. This type of pressure was reported by
33% of respondents, compared to just 6% in the 2021
survey." Ata time when the vast majority of news con-

14 In the 2024 survey, we did not include this type of pressure
among the possible responses in the questionnaire, simply because
a significant number of such cases had not been recorded during
that period, at least not in relation to local media.
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sumption takes place online, such attacks can seriously
undermine the availability of content, disrupt the con-
tinuity of newsroom operations, and weaken commu-
nication between media outlets and their audiences.
Given both their distinctive nature and increasing fre-
quency, this issue is examined in a dedicated section of
the report.

The survey findings regarding the remaining forms of
pressure are as follows.

= Smear campaigns conducted by other media out-
lets against independent media (31%)

= Reporting of fake social media accounts with the
aim of having authentic media accounts suspend-
ed or permanently removed. (31%)

= Administrative pressures (25%)

» Harassment and stalking by unidentified indi-
viduals. (17%)

= Interference in editorial policy (17%)

= Physical attacks against media employees (17%)

= Persecution and surveillance by state institutions
and agencies (14%)



Violations of journalists’ labour rights and finan-
cial retaliation (14%)

Unfounded lawsuits filed against journalists (14%)
Pressure to disclose confidential sources of infor-

mation (14%)

Municipal Officials and Party Activists in
Action Against Storyteller

At the end of April this year, officials from Backi
Petrovac municipality and members of the ruling
party gathered across the street from the Story-
teller newsroom and displayed a banner “Serbia
Wins’, just before the start of a panel discussion
hosted by the newsroom on social divisions and
the role of the media in creating conditions for
public dialogue. The gathering was accompanied
by loud music that disrupted the event. For years,
the local authorities have completely ignored this
media outlet and its journalists. In this instance,
their representatives, during working hours, staged
a demonstration directly outside the newsroom.
Storyteller journalists came outside and invited
them to join the discussion, but the demonstrators
declined.

According to Storyteller Editor-in-Chief Vladimi-
ra Dor¢ova Valtnerova, this type of pressure has a
particularly strong impact in small communities,
where everyone knows each other. She noted that
the gathering outside the newsroom also had a
symbolic dimension—it publicly identified the
media outlet and its physical location, while im-
plicitly sending a message to citizens that this was
a newsroom with which it was undesirable to co-
operate or be associated.

In addition to being publicly targeted by political
actors, the newsroom also faces social isolation, as
some citizens avoid contact with its journalists out
of fear of possible consequences. According to the
editor, the purpose of such actions is to create an
atmosphere of discomfort and stigmatization, di-
rected both at the media outlet itself and at citizens
who cooperate with it or publicly support it.

~

= Disruption of broadcasting signals (frequencies)
or the distribution of printed media (6%)

= Interference in staffing decisions (6%)

= Changes to the editorial orientation (3%)

Additional forms of pressure highlighted by some re-
spondents include public officials criticizing the work
of a media outlet or specific media content during local
assembly sessions and on their social media profiles.
Respondents perceive such actions as a form of target-
ing aimed at discrediting independent media.

An interesting finding from the focus group was the
view, expressed by a representative of a media associ-
ation, that some forms of pressure also originate from
international institutions and organizations. According
to the participant, parts of the international community
have been strongly encouraging journalists’ and media
associations to re-engage in negotiations with the Min-
istry of Information and Telecommunications and oth-
er government representatives in an effort to address
the accumulated challenges facing the media sector.
While the associations consistently support dialogue as
the appropriate mechanism for resolving disputed is-
sues, they believe that, at present, there is no genuine or
constructive willingness on the part of the authorities to
engage in meaningful discussions. According to the as-
sociations, consultation processes and the involvement
of professional organizations in drafting legislation are
often used primarily to create the appearance of inclu-
siveness, without any real intention to seriously consid-
er or incorporate the recommendations put forward by
the media community. Consequently, the interviewees
believe that the existing dialogue mechanisms offer lit-
tle realistic prospect of achieving meaningful improve-
ments in Serbia’s media environment.

CYBERATTACKS ON LOCAL
MEDIA

As previously noted, as many as one-third of survey re-
spondents reported that their media outlets, primarily
their online news portals, had been targeted by cyber-
attacks during the reporting period. Focus group par-
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ticipants were unanimous in their assessment that these
attacks are part of an escalating, systematic campaign to
suppress independent media. In their view, the attacks
are not the work of isolated individuals but rather rep-
resent well-organized and coordinated operations.

The most common attacks targeting news websites are
distributed denial-of-service (DDoS) attacks, which,
simply put, overwhelm online portals with an enormous
volume of fraudulent traffic in a short period of time,
causing them to become overloaded and temporarily un-
available. The most severe wave of attacks was recorded
in February 2026, when the websites of Juzne vesti, Glas
Sumadije, Kragujevac-based Pressek, Vranje News, Kral-
jevo-based Krug, E-Branicevo, and several other local
media outlets were taken offline. Particularly serious and
prolonged were the cyberattacks against the first three
outlets, whose websites were partially or completely in-
accessible for as long as 15 days. This information was
shared by Jovanka Nikoli¢ of Glas Sumadije during the
focus group discussion, a significant portion of which
was devoted to cyberattacks targeting local media.

It is extremely difficult to identify those responsible for
DDoS attacks because they are carried out through in-
termediary infrastructure that conceals their true or-
igin. As a result, media outlets can often identify the
technical sources of the attacks, but they are generally
unable to determine who is actually organizing and co-
ordinating them. Focus group participants also noted
that many local media outlets continuously record un-
usually high volumes of suspicious website traffic origi-
nating from distant countries.

SUSPENSION OF SOCIAL MEDIA
ACCOUNTS

It should also be noted that 31% of survey respondents
reported being targeted by attempts to have their social
media accounts suspended. These incidents typically
involve coordinated, fraudulent reporting campaigns in
which users—often referred to as bots—falsely report
media posts as violating the content policies or com-
munity standards of social media platforms, with the
aim of triggering account restrictions or suspension.
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The Case of the Krug Portal in Kraljevo

One example is the case of the Krug portal from
Kraljevo. At the beginning of July last year, the ed-
itor of the portal received a notification from You-
Tube informing her that, following a complaint
submitted by an unknown individual regarding a
news report published on the platform, proceed-
ings had been initiated that could result in the
suspension of the channel’s monetization, thereby
eliminating revenue generated from its published
content. The disputed report covered the use of
police force against demonstrators in Kraljevo
during the student-citizen protests. The editor was
requested to submit a response concerning the
alleged violation of YouTube’s community guide-
lines. She provided the requested explanation and
the original video footage within the prescribed
deadlines, arguing that the content had not violat-
ed any of YouTube’s rules. However, the platform
never responded, while the decision-making dead-
lines continued to run. In the meantime, the chan-
nel’s monetization was suspended.

After she managed to establish contact with the in-
dividuals responsible for handling such cases at the
platform, a nearly twenty-day process of continu-
ous communication and submission of additional
evidence followed. Only then did YouTube deter-
mine that no community guidelines had been vio-
lated and acknowledged that the case had resulted
from an error, after which the channel’s monetiza-
tion was restored. Although the editor was unable
to determine who had submitted the complaint, it
is important to note that this is a well-established
local media outlet for which YouTube serves as one
of its key channels for distributing information.
Its channel has around 10,000 subscribers, and al-
though the revenue generated through monetiza-
tion is modest, it represents an important supple-
mentary source of funding for the newsroom.

This case serves as a warning that, in the coming
period, false reporting on online platforms could
become a serious challenge to freedom of informa-
tion and the work of independent media, particu-
larly local media outlets.




The objective of coordinated false reporting on social
media platforms is to limit or eliminate a media outlet’s
online presence and visibility by having its accounts
suspended or removed, individual posts taken down, or
their reach significantly reduced. Such campaigns also
consume considerable time and resources, as affected
media outlets are often required to navigate complex
administrative appeal procedures in order to restore
access to their accounts or reinstate removed content.
As noted in the report Serbia Digital Threat Landscape,
jointly published by Internews and the SHARE Foun-
dation, local media are particularly vulnerable to cy-
berattacks because they lack the technical and financial
resources needed for advanced server protection, con-
tent delivery network (CDN) infrastructure, and dedi-
cated cybersecurity teams."

INCREASED PRESSURES DURING
THE STUDENT PROTESTS

Focus group participants agreed that pressures on inde-
pendent local media have intensified significantly since
the outbreak of the student protests. They reported an
increase in verbal attacks, threats, and intimidations,
as well as additional barriers to accessing public fund-
ing, whether through the project-based co-financing
system for media content or revenues from state ad-
vertising. For example, Becejski mozaik received 90%
less funding through the project-based co-financing
scheme than in the previous year and, in the 2026 fund-
ing cycle, it did not receive any funding at all. A similar
outcome was reported by another critical local news
portal, WebInfo.'s

Journalists reported receiving messages stating that
they should be “imprisoned,” “detained,” or have “their
finances investigated,” while some local media outlets
were publicly accused by state institutions of “under-
mining the constitutional order” They were also la-
beled “Ustase” on social media by both anonymous and
identifiable individuals, including public officials. One

15 https://internews.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Serbia-Dig-

ital-Threat-Landscape-Report.pdf

16 https://nuns.rs/medijski-konkurs-u-beceju-polovina-budze-
ta-za-vtv-vladana-stefanovica-lokalnim-kritickim-medijima-ni-di-

nara/

illustrative example concerns Glas Sumadije. A private
company refused to respond to the outlet’s questions,
stating that it “does not respond to media outlets that
promote an explicitly anti-Serbian, i.e. Ustasa, narra-
tive.”” The research also documented cases in which
representatives of local authorities directly warned
journalists to “be careful how they report.” In addition,
several journalists reported being subjected to aggres-
sive treatment by individuals wearing police uniforms
without clearly visible official identification while cov-
ering the student protests.

The pressures did not remain limited to verbal attacks.
One focus group participant reported that, after attend-
ing the student protests, her media outlet lost subscrip-
tion contracts with several local governments, while rep-
resentatives of public institutions stopped responding to
her journalistic inquiries. Participants also referred to
the case of a local journalist who covered the protests
as a correspondent for a national television broadcaster,
after which his engagement with that broadcaster was
terminated. At the same time, the Local Press Associa-
tion became the target of accusations by several national
media outlets, including Politika, Vecernje novosti, and
Informer, which portrayed the association as an orga-
nization that, through its work with young people, pro-
motes so-called “colour revolutions.”

One of the most striking examples of pressure docu-
mented during the research concerns Becejski mozaik.
During the “Stop, Serbia” protest held in Becej on 22 No-
vember 2024, a journalist from the outlet was shoved,
verbally abused, and threatened while reporting on in-
cidents that occurred during a gathering commemorat-
ing the victims of the canopy collapse at the Novi Sad
Railway Station. Following the publication of the re-
port, members of the newsroom were publicly branded
as “thugs,” “Dilas’s [president of one opposition party]
mercenaries’, “scum,” and “traitors,” and were subjected
to veiled threats. Although the incident was reported to
the police and the Permanent Working Group for the
Safety of Journalists was notified, the response of the
competent authorities was slow, and the official police
report remained unavailable for an extended period.

17 https://www.glassumadije.rs/30-jul-prode-a-od-otvaranja-

kragujevacke-trznice-nista/
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In addition to threats in the digital sphere, the research
documented physical incidents occurring in the field.
A journalist from Glas Sumadije was obstructed in the
course of his work and subjected to what participants
described as a form of harassment while covering a
public event. This case is particularly noteworthy be-
cause it involved a young journalist who, following the
incident, decided to temporarily step away from the
journalism profession.

Verica Marinci¢ stated that her media outlet, InMedi-
ja, has faced various forms of pressure since its estab-
lishment, including verbal and online threats directed
at newsroom staff and their families, smear campaigns,
and exclusion from public events. She also highlighted
the continued denial of access to public funds intend-
ed for media financing. This year, the outlet once again
received no funding through the local media proj-
ect-based co-financing scheme. According to Marincic,
these pressures intensified significantly following the
outbreak of the student protests. She and her colleagues
were subjected to increased targeting and various forms
of intimidation, some of which took on a distinctly mi-
sogynistic character. She further reported receiving
informal “recommendations” from police officers to
“tone it down,” accompanied by warnings that her per-
sonal safety was at risk and that there was allegedly “a
price on her head” She also claimed that unidentified
hooded individuals had been making inquiries around
Indija about her movements, as well as the movements
and home addresses of her colleagues, further height-
ening the sense of insecurity and vulnerability within
the newsroom.

Insults directed at journalists increasingly contain ele-
ments of gender-based and ethnic discrimination. Local
women journalists, in particular, are frequently target-
ed—primarily from male social media accounts—with
degrading and abusive language that represents an ex-
treme form of hate speech.

Taken together, these cases demonstrate that the stu-
dent protests and the broader political tensions have
further deteriorated the safety environment for local
journalists, making their work in local communities in-
creasingly difficult and insecure.

14 Research on Pressures Faced by Local Media

Traffic Police Officer’s Lawsuit Against
Bujanovacke

According to Bujanovacke Editor-in-Chief Nikola
Lazi¢, speaking at the focus group, his newsroom
received a lawsuit in the first half of 2026 from a
traffic police officer from Trgoviste over an article
published six months earlier. The article reported
the claims of several citizens who had complained
about the officer’s abusive behavior, including tes-
timony from the father of a minor who alleged
that the officer had physically assaulted his child.
The newsroom emphasizes that the interviewee
spoke under his full name and surname and that
the article included photographs and video foot-
age allegedly showing the police officer in a hospi-
tality venue during working hours and in official
uniform.

According to the editor, the lawsuit concerns an
alleged violation of the officer’s reputation and
emotional distress. The plaintiff submitted med-
ical documentation in support of his claim that
the published article caused him distress and in-
somnia, and is seeking compensation of 100,000
Serbian dinars [approximately 850 euros]. The ed-
itor of Bujanovacke believes that the lawsuit rep-
resents an attempt to exert pressure on the media
through judicial proceedings, namely an abuse of
legal mechanisms by a person holding a position
of institutional authority.

Lazi¢ also stated that his newsroom has for years
been subjected to threats and intimidation cam-
paigns which, according to him, originate from
a local political official associated with the ruling
coalition. These pressures take the form of count-
less threats and insults, mostly coming from fake
social media accounts, as well as the labeling of
journalists as “blockaders” and “Ustase,” mention-
ing members of their families, and both direct and
indirect threats conveyed through informal com-
munication channels typical of a small commu-
nity.




SOURCES OF PRESSURE ON
LOCAL MEDIA

When it comes to the sources of pressure on local me-
dia, respondents in this study identified a somewhat
broader range of actors than in the previous survey.
One finding, however, remains consistent: according
to the survey results, the greatest pressure continues to
come from representatives of the executive branch and
the ruling political parties. Moreover, the perceived lev-
el of pressure from these actors has increased substan-
tially. For example, in the 2024 report, 48% of respon-
dents identified representatives of the executive branch
as a source of pressure. In the current survey, that figure
has risen to 67%—an increase of 19 percentage points.
Similarly, while 30% of respondents in 2024 identified
representatives of the ruling political parties as a source
of pressure, that share has increased to 44% in the pres-
ent survey (Graph 4).
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According to focus group participants, there has been a
significant increase in the number of threats and insults
directed at media outlets—primarily through social me-
dia—from unknown individuals believed to be “bots,”
that is, people whose role is to attack independent me-
dia and journalists. This is a trend that has long been
observed at the national level, particularly in relation
to major media outlets, but it has now clearly spread
to the local media landscape as well. At the same time,
numerous new media outlets have been established that
function as local counterparts to national tabloids, con-
ducting campaigns against critical local media. This de-
velopment points to a serious lack of basic professional
solidarity within the media sector and, more important-
ly, to the misuse of media by centres of political and eco-
nomic power. As a result, media outlets are increasingly
being used as instruments to suppress independent and
objective journalism at the local level as well.

N 2024
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Graph 4. Who Exerted the Greatest Pressure on Local Media in 2026, Compared with 2024?
Note: Percentages are calculated based on the total number of respondents.
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As in the previous survey, opposition political parties
were once again identified as a source of pressure to a
similar extent. This suggests that, despite their formal
commitment to media freedom, opposition actors of-
ten fail to recognize the role that professional, indepen-
dent media should play in a democratic society. One
focus group participant observed that, based on her ex-
perience, the opposition “expects journalists to support
and promote them” Another media outlet reported
receiving messages from opposition supporters accus-
ing it of changing its editorial policy after it covered an
SNS protest against the blockades. A third outlet de-
scribed difficulties with a newly established opposition
organization, which claimed that the outlet was being
financed by a rival opposition party.

Some respondents also identified the judiciary, securi-
ty and intelligence services, and advertising agencies as
sources of pressure. Two media outlets stated that they
were unable to determine who had exerted the greatest
pressure on them.

Failure to invite certain journalists to events

Long delays in obtaining requested information and lack of information

Appointment of commission members who do not meet the criteria for
media experts

Channeling public funds through public procurement or other mechanisms to
selected media outlets

Refusal of government officials to appear in a specific media outlet

Discrimination of media through bans on attendance at meetings and events

Cancellation of commercial advertising or other business contracts
Postponement of publishing public calls for project-based co-financing

Administrative pressures on advertisers in the form of financial and tax
inspections

Issuance and application of internal acts and rules by local authorities that
exclude journalists from attending sessions of local government bodies

Reduction of contractual state financing/support

Financial and tax inspections

According to Snezana Milosevi¢ of the Local Press As-
sociation, who has monitored trends in local media for
many years, certain forms of pressure are first tested
in individual municipalities before being replicated in
other cities and towns. She also noted that the rhetoric
of the President of the Republic and his attitude toward
the media are frequently mirrored by local government
officials. Hate speech has become increasingly wide-
spread, particularly on social media, while journalists
who report professionally and objectively are often ulti-
mately forced to leave their local communities. Accord-
ing to Milosevi¢, the cumulative effect of these mech-
anisms is to undermine social cohesion and erode the
unity of small local communities.

One survey respondent specifically identified the Chi-
nese company constructing the Pozarevac-Veliko
Gradiste-Golubac expressway as a source of pressure.
The respondent referred to a letter in which the com-
pany demanded that the local media outlets Boom93
and E-Branic¢evo remove an article from their websites
concerning an incident on that section of the road. The
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Graph 5. The Most Common Forms of Administrative Pressure (Forms of pressure reported by more than one respondent are presented
here) Note: Percentages shown in the graph are calculated based on the total number of respondents.
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letter further stated that, should the outlets fail to com-
ply, the company would initiate “appropriate legal pro-
ceedings” against them.'®

ADMINISTRATIVE PRESSURES

All survey respondents reported being exposed to ad-
ministrative pressures. While some identified only a
single form of administrative pressure, others reported
experiencing as many as ten different types.

The most frequently reported form of administrative
pressure was failure to invite certain journalists to
events, identified by 78% of respondents’, Long de-
lays in obtaining requested information or lack of in-

18 https://boom93.rs/article/41038/demanti-izvodaca-rado-
va-na-brzoj-saobracajnici

19 In previous surveys, this form of pressure was classified under
the general categories of pressure. In the current research cycle,
however, it has been reclassified as an administrative pressure,
together with related forms, as it represents an indirect means

of preventing media outlets from carrying out their professional
work.
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formation (61%), irregularities in the appointment of
commission members responsible for allocating proj-
ect-based co-financing funds for media content (61%),
and the channeling of public procurement funds to
selected, privileged media outlets (also 61%) (Graph
5). Other frequently reported forms of administrative
pressure included the refusal of government officials to
appear in specific media outlets (47%)—a practice that
has increasingly filtered down to the local level from the
highest levels of government—as well as discriminato-
ry restrictions preventing media access to meetings and
public events, and the cancellation of commercial and
other business contracts by representatives of the exec-
utive branch (31% each), allegedly in response to what
they considered “inappropriate reporting.”

Interestingly, some respondents identified more specif-
ic practices as forms of administrative pressure. These
included the refusal of local authorities to investigate
threats made against journalists, citing alleged “techni-
cal limitations,” as well as the refusal to authorize the
opening of dedicated treasury accounts required for
the implementation of project-based co-financing me-

[ 2021
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Graph 6. The Most Common Forms of Administrative Pressure on Local Media in 2026, Compared with 2024 and 2021 (Percentages)
Note: Percentages are calculated based on the total number of respondents, and the year refers to the year in which the report was published.
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dia projects. Respondents also pointed to the failure of
local authorities to launch public calls for project-based
co-financing or reductions in the budgeted funds al-
located for media support. One respondent further
reported being summoned for an interview by repre-
sentatives of the authorities, which they perceived as a
form of pressure.

Compared with the previous survey, there has been a
significant increase in administrative pressure relat-
ed to the failure to invite certain journalists to events,
which rose by 22 percentage points. There was also a
notable increase in the refusal of government officials
to appear in a specific media outlets, up by 14 percent-
age points (Graph 6).

Encouragingly, participants in the focus groups report-
ed that professional local media outlets that consistent-
ly cover events in their communities without political
bias now enjoy greater public trust and stronger sup-
port from local communities than in previous years.

ECONOMIC ASPECT: PROJECT-
BASED CO-FINANCING FOR
MEDIA CONTENT

The project-based co-financing system for media con-
tent has increasingly become a mechanism for financ-
ing media outlets aligned with the ruling authorities.
Municipalities and cities frequently allocate substantial
amounts of funding through this system to nation-
al media outlets that do not cover local issues, do not
report on civic participation, and often fail to comply
with the Journalists Code of Ethics. Public funds are
also frequently awarded to the so-called “phantom me-
dia”—outlets established primarily to obtain budget
funding. Some of these recipients fail to meet even the
most basic eligibility requirements for public funding.
For example, they lack an imprint, despite this being a
legal obligation under Serbia’s Law on Public Informa-
tion and Media.

All focus group participants agreed that commissions
only formally make funding decisions, while the actual
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decisions are made by local authorities or, in some cas-
es, political parties. In their view, commission members
are generally not qualified media experts, and even less
often individuals with the level of professional integri-
ty required under the Law on Public Information and
Media and its corresponding regulations. Participants
further described the entire funding process as lack-
ing transparency. They also highlighted the absence
of systematic evaluation of the media content pro-
duced through public funding, as well as independent
oversight and effective monitoring of the overall proj-
ect-based co-financing process.

Graph 7 clearly illustrates these negative trends. In
2018, all surveyed media outlets received state funding,
whereas this year that share has fallen to just 56%. Given
that the survey included representatives of prominent,
professional local media outlets, these findings suggest
that some have effectively been penalized for adhering
to professional journalistic standards by being denied
access to public funding. Several respondents stated
that this had been communicated to them explicitly,
while others had stopped applying for project-based
co-financing altogether because they believed they
would not receive funding due to their perceived “po-
litical undesirability” This was confirmed by represen-
tatives of the local media outlets TAF from Obrenovac
and Storyteller from Kulpin (Backi Petrovac).

When it comes to the types of revenue generated from
public funds, respondents reported a more diverse range
of income sources than in the 2024 survey. Fifty-three
percent of surveyed media outlets received funding
through the project-based co-financing system for me-
dia content, 17% generated revenue from the publica-
tion of holiday greetings, 8% from advertisements and
procurement announcements, 6% from broadcasting
local assembly sessions, and 3% from direct contracting
and subscriptions to magazines respectively (Graph 8).

Although project-based co-financing of media content
remains the most common source of public revenue,
it accounts for more than 50% of total income in only
around 14% of the surveyed media outlets. This finding
further underscores the long-standing shortcomings of
the project-based co-financing system, many of which
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Graph 7. Percentage of Media Outlets That Generated Revenue from Public Budgets — Comparative Analysis by Reporting Year
Note: Percentages are calculated based on the total number of respondents, while the year refers either to the year in which the funds
were allocated or to the year in which the report was published.
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Graph 8. Direct and Indirect Public Financial Support (left) and the Share of Project-Based Co-financing in Media Outlets’ Total
Revenue (right). Note: Percentages shown in the first graph are calculated based on the total number of respondents.
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have been highlighted for years. Moreover, some local
media outlets fail to receive payments from local gov-
ernments even after signing funding agreements. One
such example is Palanacke, whose experience illustrates
that the conclusion of a contract does not necessarily
guarantee the disbursement of the allocated funds.

Graph 9 highlights the key problems respondents iden-
tified within the project-based co-financing process.
These are largely the same shortcomings that have been
repeatedly reported year after year. The most significant
concern for local media remains the composition of the
project-based co-financing commissions, with a strong
perception that commission members are insufficiently
qualified and politically biased. This view was shared
by 86% of respondents, representing a slight increase
from 81% in 2024. A much more pronounced increase
was observed in the perception that a substantial share
of public funding is awarded to media outlets that are
not genuinely engaged in the local communities con-
cerned. The proportion of respondents expressing this
view rose sharply from 30% in 2024 to 56% in the cur-
rent survey.

Nearly 20% of respondents believe that media outlets

reporting on the student protests will be denied public
funding intended for informing citizens. Respondents
expressing this view came from five different munici-
palities and cities, suggesting that this is not an isolated
phenomenon. According to one focus group partici-
pant, even media outlets and production companies
covering non-controversial, non-political topics were
denied funding through public calls simply because
they—or members of their families—had been seen at-
tending the protests. The participant further noted that,
in many local governments, public officials do not even
attempt to conceal this form of discrimination, openly
linking funding decisions to perceived political affili-
ation rather than to the quality or public value of the
proposed media projects.

Eleven percent of respondents identified excessive doc-
umentation requirements as a form of pressure within
the project-based co-financing process. This bureau-
cratic burden poses a particularly significant challenge
for small and local media outlets. The complexity of the
application process appears to function as a mechanism
for discouraging local media with limited administrative
capacity from applying for public funding altogether.
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Graph 9. What Are the Main Problems with the Project-based Co-financing for Media Content?
Note: Percentages shown in the graph are calculated based on the total number of respondents.
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INDIVIDUAL PRESSURES

The final section of the survey focuses on individual
forms of pressure experienced by local journalists and
media professionals during the reference period, from
June 2024 to May 2026. Questions concerning individu-

al pressures were introduced into the survey for the first
time in the previous research cycle. Over time, it has be-
come evident that these forms of pressure possess dis-
tinct characteristics that differentiate them from system-
ic pressures or isolated attacks targeting media outlets.

Put simply, individual forms of pressure involve attacks
on the personal safety, integrity, and dignity of jour-
nalists, with the aim of undermining their professional
credibility. These attacks are carried out either through
intimidation or through targeted campaigns of harass-
ment and discreditation.

Individual forms of pressure also differ from those
directed at media organizations in terms of their con-
sequences. Journalists and other media professionals
subjected to such pressures may experience serious
psychological effects. As several participants in our re-
search emphasized, support from the media communi-
ty alone is often insufficient; they also require profes-
sional psychological assistance to cope with the impact
of these experiences.

The survey also included questions on whether journal-
ists and media outlets reported these forms of pressure
to the relevant state authorities and, if they did, how
they assessed the effectiveness of those reports and the
authorities’ response.

Only around 22% of respondents reported that they had
not been subjected to individual attacks during the report-
ing period (Graph 10). By contrast, just over 36% stated
that they had experienced six or more incidents of this type
over the past two years, with approximately 22% reporting
that they had been targeted more than ten times.

As in the previous report, the most common form of
individual pressure directed at media professionals con-
sisted of accusations that they were acting in the inter-
ests of particular political or social groups. This was re-
ported by approximately 64% of respondents, compared
with 52% in the previous survey (Graph 11). According
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Graph 10. Frequency of Physical Attacks, Threats, or
Psychological Harassment of media contributors from June
2024 to May 2026.

to testimonies gathered during the focus groups, these
forms of public labeling and denunciation have become
far more direct and aggressive than in previous years.
Against the backdrop of heightened political tensions,
journalists reported being branded as members or ac-
tivists of opposition parties and movements. During the
reporting period, local journalists were also labeled as
“Ustase,” “foreign mercenaries,” “Kurti’s mercenaries,”
and similar terms. These insults carry not only nation-
alist and chauvinistic connotations but also serve as
accusations that journalists are working on behalf of
particular political interests. The primary purpose of
this form of pressure is to undermine the credibility of
editors and journalists by portraying them as political-
ly biased and professionally untrustworthy. It is evident
that this type of rhetoric, long prevalent at the national
level, has increasingly filtered down into the local media
environment.

In this survey, 53% of respondents reported receiving
threats directly triggered by or related to specific media
content they had published. Compared with the previ-
ous survey, this represents an increase of 31 percentage
points. The findings also indicate a rise in threats of vio-
lence and serious physical harm, reported by 31% of re-
spondents, compared with 22% in the previous survey.
Similarly, incidents involving nationalist, chauvinistic,
and racist abuse increased by 17 percentage points.
Sexism and misogyny also remain persistent features of
individual attacks, particularly when women journal-
ists are targeted. One journalist reported being called
a “Hungarian wh*re” or “Slovak wh*re;” while anoth-
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Graph 11. Types of Attacks and Pressures Against Journalists: Comparative Analysis of 2026 and 2024

Note: Percentages are calculated based on the total number of respondents.

er was labeled a “Croatian wh*re” These examples
demonstrate that such attacks are often intersectional
in nature, combining nationalist and chauvinistic rhet-
oric with gender-based abuse and misogyny.

Just under 17% of respondents reported that they had
never been subjected to online harassment, while slight-
ly more than half experienced this form of pressure six
or more times during the reporting period (Graph 12).
Compared with the 2024 survey, this represents an in-
crease of 29 percentage points. These findings point to a
marked and accelerating deterioration of media freedom
in Serbia’s online environment, indicating that digital ha-
rassment has become an increasingly common tool for
intimidating and silencing local journalists.

Facebook remains the primary platform through which
journalists experience online harassment. As many
as 78% of respondents reported receiving threats via
Facebook, a substantial increase from 56% in the pre-

22 Research on Pressures Faced by Local Media

vious survey. The second most common venue for such
threats was the comments sections beneath media con-
tent published on news portals, reported by 42% of re-
spondents. Instagram also recorded a notable increase,
rising from 7% in the previous survey to 25% in the cur-
rent one. This trend is likely attributable to the growing
use of Instagram by local media outlets as a platform
for content distribution and audience engagement.

The Permanent Working Group for the Safety of Jour-
nalists is currently in a state of effective deadlock, fol-
lowing the decision by representatives of the majority
of journalists’ and media associations to freeze their
participation in the tripartite body at the beginning of
last year. The Working Group was established jointly by
the Public Prosecutor’s Office, the Ministry of the In-
terior, and journalists’ and media associations. The de-
cision to suspend participation was prompted by what
the associations describe as the body’s ineffectiveness,
coupled with their assessment that the authorities have
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Graph 12. Frequency of Cyber Harassment of Local Journalists (left) and the Platforms Used by Cyber Abusers (right), June 2024-
May 2026. Note: Percentages shown in the second chart are calculated based on the total number of respondents.

effectively abandoned the principles of the rule of law.
Despite freezing their formal participation, the associ-
ations have continued to cooperate with the designat-
ed contact points within the Public Prosecutor’s Office
and the police, who are responsible for ensuring a rap-
id institutional response in cases involving threats to
journalists’ safety and other related criminal offenses
committed against media professionals.® Despite the
institutional deadlock, the established network of con-
tact points continues to function, and journalists’ and
media associations continue to encourage journalists to
report attacks and threats to the competent authorities.

Both the survey responses and the focus group discus-
sions revealed a virtually unanimous view among rep-
resentatives of local media that the existing system for
protecting journalists’ safety is ineffective. Participants
reported that investigations and legal proceedings fol-
lowing complaints take far too long, that complaints
are frequently dismissed without clear justification, and
that the few sanctions imposed are largely symbolic. In
their assessment, the current system fails to achieve a
meaningful deterrent effect, as it does not discourage
perpetrators from committing future offenses against
journalists. The increase in attacks on media profes-
sionals documented in this research provides strong
empirical support for this assessment and reinforces
respondents’ concerns about the inadequacy of existing
protection mechanisms.

As a consequence of these shortcomings, only around
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FAR: Threats from a Businessman and Spyware

Sergej Ivanov, a journalist with the FAR news portal in
Dimitrovgrad, reported receiving a telephone threat on 11
October 2025 from a businessman after publishing a Face-
book post about the possible opening of a lignite mine near
Dimitrovgrad. According to Ivanov, the caller—identified as
the owner of the company planning the mining project—
told him that “something could happen to people who write
lies about me.” The threat came after Ivanov’s investigation
into the proposed lignite extraction project at the Mazgo$
deposit, in which he highlighted alleged irregularities and
questionable activities linked to the company behind the
initiative'. The case was reported to the competent authori-
ties through the journalist safety contact points, but to date
no action or response has been taken by the authorities.

This incident is part of a continuing pattern of pressure
against the FAR newsroom and its journalists that has per-
sisted for years. Of particular concern is a case from 2024,
when journalist Slavisa Milanov’s mobile phone was un-
lawfully accessed while he was giving a statement to the
police. Data were subsequently extracted from the device,
and spyware was installed. Although the competent au-
thorities were informed and findings by international ex-
perts confirmed the abuse, the investigation has still not
been concluded.?

1 https://www.cenzolovka.rs/pritisci-i-napadi/anem-alarm-pretnja-
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Becejski Mozaik: Far Below Any Acceptable
Standard

Kristina Demeter Filipcev, Editor-in-Chief of Becejski
Mozaik, spoke during a focus group about the pres-
sures her newsroom has been facing since mid-2024.
According to her, these pressures have intensified and
now come from multiple directions. They include coor-
dinated attacks on social media, accompanied by hate
speech, nationalist and misogynistic insults (such as
being called a “Hungarian wh*re” or “Slovak wh*re”),
as well as threats of physical violence. At the same time,
the Mayor of Becej has used municipal assembly ses-
sions and public events to publicly target and discred-
it the outlet’s journalists, making allegations to which
they have no opportunity to respond. She noted that
almost all reports she filed with the competent author-
ities concerning threats to journalists’ safety have been
dismissed, while the proceedings that have been initiat-
ed have progressed very slowly.

She also highlighted as particularly alarming attempts
to exert pressure on her and her husband through issues
concerning their child with a disability. According to
her, in addition to the usual labeling and harassment di-
rected at journalists engaged in investigative reporting
and publishing stories that inconvenience local power-
holders, new forms of pressure have recently emerged,
which she described as “completely dishonourable and
far below any acceptable standard” As an example, she
cited a case in which their child was denied an orthope-
dic assistive device at an educational institution, despite
being legally entitled to receive it. When they request-
ed an explanation as to why the device had not been
provided, although this had previously been standard
practice, they were told that they should have thought
about it earlier. The editor believes that this treatment
was intended to pressure her family in retaliation for
the professional work of the media outlet where they
are employed.

The pressure is also reflected in the complete exclusion
of Becejski Mozaik from access to public funding. For
example, this year the outlet did not receive a single
penny through the project-based co-financing of me-
dia content.
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Graph 13. Did Journalists Report Attacks, Threats, or
Harassment to State Authorities?

39% of respondents reported the attacks and threats
they experienced to the competent authorities, while
approximately 56% chose not to do so (Graph 13). Even
those who did report incidents expressed little confi-
dence in the effectiveness of the process. Nevertheless,
they considered it important to file complaints so that
an official record of the incidents would exist. Others
were completely discouraged from reporting, describ-
ing it as “a waste of time.” Some respondents stated that
they are subjected to threats and attacks so frequently
that reporting every incident would “lose its purpose.”
Others feared that filing a complaint might trigger ad-
ditional attacks against their media outlet. Particularly
concerning is the fact that some media outlets reported
receiving threats from individuals holding positions in
local government, including Bujanovacke and Becejski
mozaik. Other respondents explained that they report
only those cases they believe have a realistic chance of
being prosecuted, based on their previous experience,
rather than incidents they expect will be dismissed at
the outset.

One respondent offered a particularly revealing ex-
planation for choosing not to report threats to the au-
thorities. According to the respondent, reporting such
incidents would signal that these attacks have an emo-
tional impact, which, in their view, would only encour-
age perpetrators to intensify the threats and abuse.

When asked about the source of the attacks, focus
group participants stated that most originate from fake
social media accounts, which they believe are operated
by party-affiliated online trolls (“bots”). However, they



also reported receiving threats from genuine, identifi-
able accounts, belonging to individuals from their local
communities who use their real names. According to
participants, these individuals appear to have been em-
boldened or encouraged to engage in such behavior.

PRESSURES ON LOCAL WOMEN
JOURNALISTS AND MEDIA
PROFESSIONALS

The research indicates that male and female journalists
in local communities are exposed to broadly similar
types of pressure. Differences between the responses
of men and women were generally modest, although
women journalists tended to assess the state of media
freedom more negatively and identified a wider range
of sources of pressure. Particularly prominent are pat-
terns of harassment, disparagement, and discreditation
that routinely contain misogynistic and sexist elements,
which, for many women journalists, have become part
of their everyday professional reality. Participants in
the focus groups described experiencing gender- and
ethnicity-based abuse, as well as various forms of in-
timidation, ranging from verbal attacks to damage to
their private property. One participant explained that
those targeting her frequently exploit the fact that she
is Croatian, referring to her as an “Ustasa wh*re who
prostitutes herself in Croatia”

Women journalists reported that pressures originate
from a wide range of actors, including local political
structures, private individuals, and other media outlets
engaged in coordinated smear and discreditation cam-
paigns. Participants described multi-day media cam-
paigns, the dissemination of false information, insin-
uations concerning their private lives and professional
integrity, as well as physical attacks, threats, and misog-
ynistic abuse on social media. Several participants also
pointed to the problematic role of state institutions and
public officials, arguing that their official statements
and public appearances contribute to an increasingly
hostile environment for journalists, particularly wom-
en journalists. Although participants generally main-
tained that these attacks have not fundamentally af-
fected their professional work, they acknowledged that

they nevertheless cause significant emotional distress.
As one focus group participant explained: “In a small
community, where we all depend on one another and
are connected through family ties, godparent relation-
ships, friendships, and neighborhood networks, it is
impossible not to be affected.”

Due to the ineffective response of the competent au-
thorities, many women journalists have stopped re-
porting attacks, believing that such complaints rarely
produce meaningful results. One consequence is the
normalization of harassment and abuse, with violence
increasingly being accepted as an inherent part of the
profession. This trend may have serious implications
for both journalists’ mental well-being and their ability
to work freely and independently. As a protective mea-
sure, some newsrooms avoid assigning younger women
journalists to potentially high-risk reporting tasks, fur-
ther limiting their professional opportunities and ca-
reer development. In these circumstances, participants
emphasized the critical importance of solidarity within
newsrooms and among local media outlets, as well as
the value of professional networks and journalists’ asso-
ciations that provide support and assistance to women
media professionals.

CONCLUSIONS

The research concludes that local journalism in Serbia
is caught in a paradoxical situation, characterized by
two opposing trends. On the one hand, there has been
a marked escalation of pressure on local media, which
are increasingly becoming targets of political, eco-
nomic, administrative, and digital attacks. As a result,
many local media outlets are now struggling for surviv-
al. On the other hand, according to the perceptions of
the journalists surveyed, citizens are demonstrating a
growing demand for reliable local information.

The position of professional local media in Serbia dete-
riorated significantly during the period from June 2024
to May 2026, compared with the findings of our previ-
ous research. The pressures documented in this study
can no longer be regarded as isolated incidents; rather,
they form part of a systemic environment in which free
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and professional journalism has become increasingly
difficult to sustain. This is illustrated by the fact that
not a single respondent believed that violations of me-
dia freedom occur only sporadically, while the average
rating of media freedom fell to its lowest level since the
beginning of our research.

During the reporting period, pressures became more
overt, direct, and aggressive. In previous research cy-
cles, it was still possible to describe many of these prac-
tices as “subtle” forms of pressure, with self-censorship
largely stemming from media dependence on local
power structures and public funding. In the current
cycle, however, pressures have increasingly taken the
form of public targeting, threats, physical incidents, cy-
berattacks, coordinated discreditation campaigns, and
financial retaliation.

Self-censorship has not disappeared; if anything, it has be-
come even more deeply entrenched. However, it is now
accompanied by overt efforts to discipline those media
outlets that refuse to align their editorial policies with the
interests of political authorities and local power holders.

The student-led civic protests marked a defining mo-
ment of the reporting period. Local media outlets that
reported on the protests were subjected to heightened
levels of pressure and retaliation. Participants report-
ed that public officials have made little effort to conceal
that such coverage was the reason why certain media
outlets were denied access to public funding, with some
being excluded from public financing altogether. At the
same time, the protests demonstrated the essential role
of local media in informing communities, while also
exposing their profound vulnerability, particularly in
an increasingly undemocratic environment.

A particularly alarming finding is the significant in-
crease in online forms of pressure. Threats on social
media, cyberattacks targeting news websites, malicious
reporting of social media accounts, and attempts to re-
strict digital visibility have become some of the princi-
pal tools used to intimidate and undermine local me-
dia. Because most local newsrooms lack the technical
expertise, financial resources, and human capacity nec-
essary to implement robust digital security measures,
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cyberattacks represent far more than a technical chal-
lenge. They constitute a direct attack on the public’s
right to access reliable information.

Administrative pressures remain one of the most wide-
spread, yet least recognized, forms of interference with
media freedom. Some media outlets perceive them as
a routine obstacle rather than a form of pressure. It is
precisely this normalization that is particularly con-
cerning: administrative pressures have become an ef-
fective mechanism for controlling local journalism and
the flow of local information.

The system of project-based co-financing of media con-
tent has largely lost the purpose for which it was orig-
inally established—namely, to serve the public interest
in local journalism. Instead of supporting professional,
pluralistic, and publicly relevant reporting, public fund-
ing calls are increasingly being used as a mechanism for
rewarding politically loyal media outlets and penalizing
those that engage in critical reporting.

According to the perceptions of local journalists, the
range of actors exerting pressure has expanded, but
the underlying pattern remains unchanged: the larg-
est share of pressure continues to originate from rep-
resentatives of the executive branch and the ruling
political parties. At the same time, the role of anony-
mous individuals, coordinated online troll networks
(“bot” accounts), and other media outlets engaged in
campaigns against critical local newsrooms has become
increasingly prominent. This suggests that pressure is
no longer confined to formal political channels but has
evolved into a broader system of intimidation, harass-
ment, and discreditation aimed at undermining inde-
pendent local journalism.

The lack of professional solidarity has emerged as one
of the major challenges facing local media. It is partic-
ularly concerning that media-political conflicts previ-
ously associated with the national level are increasing-
ly being replicated within local communities. In some
cases, local media outlets are being used as instruments
to attack and discredit independent and critical jour-
nalism, further deepening polarization and weakening
the local media environment.



Although the quantitative responses of men and wom-
en do not always differ significantly, the research shows
that local women journalists are subjected to particu-
larly severe forms of harassment and disparagement,
which are typically sexist and gender-based in nature.

The report also points to a serious sense of fatigue and
burnout among local journalists and editors. Prolonged
exposure to pressure, the ineffectiveness of institutional
responses, the repetition of the same patterns of abuse,
and the perception that reporting attacks does not re-
sult in meaningful protection have all contributed to
growing demotivation within the profession.

An additional challenge facing professional local media
during the reporting period has been the acquisition of
certain local media outlets, as well as the emergence of
new local media platforms, online portals, and social
media accounts closely aligned with political interests.
This has further intensified competition for audiences
while reinforcing politically driven influence over the
local information environment.

RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
MEDIA ASSOCIATIONS

Local Press and other media associations should con-
tinue their public advocacy for the effective implemen-
tation of media legislation at the local level, while plac-
ing greater emphasis on protecting professional local
media from various forms of discrimination and pres-
sure. Advocacy efforts should be carried out through
the broadest possible coalition, bringing together me-
dia and journalists’ associations alongside other civil
society organizations. Particular attention should also
be given to strengthening cooperation with interna-
tional organizations and professional associations, in
order to reinforce advocacy efforts and promote com-
pliance with international standards on media freedom
and the protection of journalists.

This platform should establish a stronger and more inno-
vative support system for local media outlets and jour-
nalists who are subjected to attacks and pressure. Such
support should include legal assistance, technical and
cybersecurity support, psychological counseling, and
timely public advocacy and response. Particular atten-
tion should be paid to protecting women media owners,
editors, and journalists, who are often exposed to gen-
der-specific forms of harassment and intimidation.

The platform should also help local media strengthen
their digital, legal, and economic resilience, enabling
them to better withstand sustained political, financial,
and technological pressures.

Special efforts should be devoted to rebuilding profes-
sional solidarity, while also strengthening cooperation
between local media and the communities they serve.
Finally, all forms of pressure against local media should
be systematically documented and publicly reported,
contributing to greater accountability and a stronger
evidence base for future advocacy efforts.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
LOCAL MEDIA

Local media should also systematically document not
only direct threats and physical attacks, but also ad-
ministrative pressures, denial of access to information,
exclusion from public events, online harassment, mali-
cious reporting of social media accounts, cyberattacks,
and pressure exerted through advertisers. Threats and
other acts that may constitute criminal offenses against
media professionals should continue to be reported to
the competent authorities and relevant media associ-
ations, despite the widespread perception that institu-
tional responses are often ineffective and/or biased.

Given that the research shows growing public support
for certain professional local media outlets, newsrooms
should develop models of direct communication with
citizens, who can provide important support in difficult
situations. Direct communication also includes the par-
ticipation of citizens in defining editorial policy and pro-
ducing media content, including the selection of topics.
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Local media should systematically monitor and make
publicly available all irregularities related to the proj-
ect-based co-financing of media content and other
budget allocations, monitor the implementation of me-
dia content co-financed with public funds, and contin-
uously present monitoring reports to the public in local
communities.

Local media should work on diversifying their sourc-
es of income in order to develop a sustainability model
that does not depend exclusively or predominantly on
public funds.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE
COMPETENT AUTHORITIES

The system of project-based co-financing of media con-
tent must be restored to its original purpose—serving
the public interest in informing citizens. It is necessary
to ensure a fair and transparent selection of commission
members, who must possess professional expertise and
moral integrity, as well as clear evaluation criteria. It is
also necessary to ensure transparent access to narrative
and financial reports and evaluations of implemented

projects, as well as their public availability.

Local public funding calls must urgently cease to func-
tion as a system for rewarding politically compliant
media and punishing local media outlets. Local public
funding calls must be urgently brought into compliance
with the Law on Public Information and Media, includ-
ing the implementation of the provisions of this Law
and its by-laws governing the project-based co-financ-
ing of media content. This also applies to other forms of
public funding, including state advertising.

Institutions must end the practice of selectively invit-
ing media outlets, administrative silence, withholding
responses, and refusing to communicate with critical
Newsrooms.

It is necessary to improve the institutional protection of
journalists by reviewing the effectiveness of the compe-
tent authorities in cases involving threats to the safety
of local journalists.
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It is necessary to prevent the misuse of judicial proceed-
ings against journalists and media outlets, particularly
in local communities, where even a single lawsuit can
seriously undermine the financial and psychological
stability of a newsroom.

The JIS system (Integrated Information System for
project-based co-financing) should be improved by re-
ducing administrative requirements, thereby making
the application process easier for local media.

Media outlets that do not regularly update the content
on their websites, or do so only during the implemen-
tation of a publicly funded project, should be prevented
from applying for public funding calls. Particular atten-
tion should be paid to media outlets that do not have
an imprint.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE
DONOR COMMUNITY

Donor funding calls should be designed in a way that
ensures the sustainability of professional local media,
which are in an extremely difficult position and partic-
ularly vulnerable, while at the same time representing
an important indicator and driving force of democratic
processes.

Donors should reduce the administrative burden and
adapt project procedures to the capacities of local me-
dia, which generally operate with a small number of
staff and very limited resources.

Support should also be directed toward urgent needs,
including digital security, legal assistance, psychologi-
cal support, equipment, emergency funds, revenue de-
velopment, and strengthening direct relationships with
audiences.

External expert support must be based on an under-
standing of the specific characteristics of local news-
rooms, small communities, political pressures, and the
limited capacities of local journalism.



For the past three decades, the Local Press Association (Lokal pres), an association of independent
local media outlets, has been conducting media research in local communities to support the needs of
its member organizations. Its most significant independent research has focused on pressures against
local media, the role and status of women in the media, the information needs of young people, and cit-
izens’ information needs. Together with other media associations, Local press has also actively partici-

pated in the development of the following policy and strategic documents: Strategy for the Development

of the Media System of Serbia (2020-2025) and Its Implementation: Findings, Views and Recommenda-

tions of Media Professionals ,White Paper on the Co-financing of Media Content through Public Calls,
Media Freedoms in Serbia in the European Mirror



https://localpress.org.rs/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/The-Strategy-of-the-Development-of-the-Media-System-in-Serbia-2020-2025-and-its-Implementation.pdf
https://localpress.org.rs/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/The-Strategy-of-the-Development-of-the-Media-System-in-Serbia-2020-2025-and-its-Implementation.pdf
https://localpress.org.rs/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/The-Strategy-of-the-Development-of-the-Media-System-in-Serbia-2020-2025-and-its-Implementation.pdf
https://www.ndnv.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/BelaKnjigaWEB.pdf
https://ndnv.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/PUBLIKACIJA-FV-2.pdf
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